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“One day I could give you the
biggest classroom in the world,” Ed
Murrow told a former teacher he was
trying to recruit to CBS as World War
II ended. “. . . I see CBS as an
international classroom.”
The internet is very different from
radio or television, but its present
stage of development can be
compared to broadcasting 50 years
ago. Like radio and television back
then, the internet is young and still
the subject of idealistic hopes like
Murrow’s. With its infinite number of
‘stations’, the web now has the
potential to be the biggest classroom
in the world, and there are signs the
opportunity is not being wasted. It is
possible, for example, to find sites
that go beyond the mere reporting of
science news stories. Some of these
disseminate good, factual biomedical
information in a non-sensationalist
way to a wide audience.
One of the best is The Why Files,
a ‘science behind the news’ site that
illustrates what the web can do when
it is used to entertain and teach. A
recent Why Files story explains the
background and implications of a
report from Johns Hopkins University
about culturing human stem cells.
The writing is clear and simple
enough for a high-school student to
understand, but provides more
explanations and is better written
than many news stories. The site’s
professional appearance stands out
amid the cobbled-together clutter of
many other sites. It looks like the
product of a large, full-time staff but is
actually produced by a half dozen or
so, mostly part-time, workers at the
University of Wisconsin (UW) News
Office. The Why Files is sponsored
by The National Institute for Science
Education (NISE), with funding from
the National Science Foundation.
The interest of the staff at NISE
and The Why Files goes beyond
explaining science to the public. UW
Professor of Journalism Sharon
Dunwoody is studying how people
use The Why Files. She uses
statistical analysis, surveys and more
sophisticated social science
experiments to monitor web users in
action. These test subjects might be
drawn to stories ranging from what
political polls can or cannot tell
people, to why cows are scaring
people in the United Kingdom.
Scary cows is the subject of a
different but equally valuable site
designed to provide unsensational
scientific information. Whereas The
Why Files seeks to guide readers to
better understanding of the science
behind the headlines, a site like that
of the UK Creutzfeldt–Jakob Disease
Surveillance Unit lays out the facts
almost like a reference book. In so
doing, it provides an understandably
jittery British public with extensive
background information and updates
on the real and imagined health risks
presented by prion diseases such as
bovine spongiform encephalopathy
(BSE), or mad cow disease.
BSE is one of the many hot topics
on The Institute of Food Science
and Technology (IFST) web page.
The Institute provides extensive
information on many other topics
concerning food safety, food science
and food-related topics in the news.
Both general science sites like
The Why Files and specialized sites
like IFST illustrate the range the
web offers those seeking scientific
information. Both help to weaken
the barrier between science and the
public. The Junk Science Home
Page provides a similar service with
entertaining sarcasm.
Produced and paid for by Steve
‘The Junkman’ Milloy — executive
director of The Advancement of
Sound Science Coalition in
Washington DC — this site
concentrates on ‘junk science’ issues
in the area of public health research.
The tone is light and the criticisms
are sharp and often well aimed. His
explanations of some of the
characteristics of junk science such
as One-study wonders, Science by
press conference, Causation, Body
counts and Weak association
epidemiology should be appended to
every press and TV account of a
science or health story.
The Australian Broadcasting
Corporation uses a playful and
enthusiastic approach to popularize
science for young Australians. Its
explanation of ‘unscience’ in
advertising hair and beauty products
is a good example of exposing
misleading scientific claims in an
area that interests the public. With a
similarly playful approach, The
Washington University School of
Medicine in St Louis, Missouri,
sponsors The MAD Scientist
Network, a “collective crania” of
scientists who provide answers to
scientific questions from the public
and links to some of the more than
50 other web sites that allow visitors
to “Ask a Scientist.” 
In a speech delivered toward the
end of his career as a broadcaster,
Murrow said of television: “This
instrument can teach, it can
illuminate, and yes it can inspire. But
it can do so only to the extent that
humans are determined to use it to
those ends. Otherwise it is nothing
but wires and lights in a box.”
That sounds like a computer
monitor.
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The Why Files http://whyfiles.news.wisc.edu/index.html/
The National Institute for Science Education http://www.wcer.wisc.edu/nise/
The UK Creutzfeldt–Jakob Disease Surveillance Unit http://www.cjd.ed.ac.uk/
Institute of Food Science & Technology http://www.easynet.co.uk/ifst/ifsthp3.htm
The Junk Science Home Page http://www.junkscience.com/
The ABC Lab http://www.abc.net.au/science
The MAD Scientist Network http://medinfo.wustl.edu/~ysp/MSN/
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